Working with News Media 


Some Basics of Press Relations 
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Where to Communicate? 


You have a story to tell. 

You want to tell people of your needs, your plans and your 
accomplishements. 

And you want to tell the story to as many people as possible 
-- people who may be interested and who can help you now or in the future. 

There are many ways aA do this. You can write a letter to some 
one. You can chat with people you meet on the street or in the store. 
You can rent a meeting room or hall and invite people to come and hear 
you. | 

All of these ways can be useful and have their place in 
communications. 

But usually it is important to get your message to many people 
as quickly as possible. 

To do this you need the help of the mass news media -- the 


newspaper, the radio station and the television station. 
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How to Prepare 


News is simply a report of what has happened, what is happening 
and what is likely to happen. It must be up-to-date and of importance 
or interest to many people. 

Study the way in which most news stories appear in the press. 
You will see that they usually contain most of the essential information 
in the first paragraph. So if you are offering a press release it must 
be typed neatly double-spaced (never, never, never hand-written). Leave 
about at least three inches of white space at the top of the page for 
the editor's use. Indicate moeehes the material is for immediate use or 
for a later time. Begin your release by answering the famous questions 
of Who? What? Why? Where? and When? 

For example: "President John Jones of the Indian Association 
of (area or region) announced today he would table specific demands of 
Native land claims at a meeting in (name of community) next Tuesday, 
Feb. 23. The meeting will be attended by representatives of federal, 
provincial and area municipal governments." That is the key information. 

You can now go on and enlarge by telling the names of other 
native leaders who will attend, the authors of the land claims study, 
defining the limits of the area in question and offering any other 
background information you think is pertinent. 

Be sure to show your name, address and telephone number at the 


end of the release. 
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Who to Contact 


Radio-TV stations and weekly newspapers tend to have sialler 
news gathering staffs than daily newspapers. When you visit the stations 
talk to the person with the title of news editor or news director. When 
you go to a weekly newspaper, ask for the editor. On smaller papers, he 
may be almost the entire news staff. 

You will find daily newspapers more "departmentalized" in their 
approach to the news. When you think your story is only of immediate 
concern within the community where the daily newspaper is published, ask 
to see the city editor. If you think the story is of wider interest -- 
provincial or national -- you might discuss it with the person called 
news editor. 

The news department of a daily paper is usually under the 
immediate direction of a managing editor -- one of the busiest people of 
all. You would ask for an appointment with the managing editor when you 
wished to discuss the paper's basic policy position as it might affect 
the work of your organization. 

Make an opportunity to introduce yourself to editorial writers 
on the daily newspaper. They could welcome, from time to time, whatever 
background information you might be able to offer on a current issue in 


which you or your people have a stake. 
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What News People Want 


The best way of handling news about your organization is with 
people you know or have met. As in the case of all personal relationships, 
it is always easier to deal with people with whom you are acquainted. 

Make that little extra effort to meet the news people who might be writing 
about your organization and if possible spend some time with them when an 
opportunity arises. Invite reporters to a dinner meeting with your organi- 
zation. They will look at your release with more interest if they have 
met you and members of your organization. 

News releases must contain complete, accurate, timely information 
Check all your facts and spell names correctly -- with first names or two 
initials. Always be sure that what you are saying is correct... 12 you 
have doubts or are uncertain, check your sources, and get back to the news 
people with accurate information. 

You will find opportunities to prepare news releases on 
elections of officers, promotions in the organization, annual reports, 
submission of a brief with a summary of its main points, perhaps a retire- 
ment, opening of a craft show, a sports festival, a new Native business 
or service, fund-raising campaign, an environmental-related program -- 
indeed any issue of importance to your organization, especially one for 
which non-native support would be helpful. 

When you write a news release, keep it brief and to the point. 


Don't let it run more than one page if possible. 


A Matter of Space and Time 


Remember that your news release must always compete for space 
in newspapers or time on radio and television with a mighty river of news 
which floods the editors' desks everyday. It means that news work in all 
media is carried on under continual deadline and competitive pressure. 
The news staff has a limited amount of time to gather, write, edit and 
produce stories. On large daily newspapers, this time is often measured 
in hours which rapidly compress into minutes. This also applies to radio 
and television but the deadlines here are most frequent -- often, in the 
case of radio, every hour. 

When you deliver your release -- and whenever possible you 
should do so in person -- remember that the critical time for an after- 
noon newspaper to handle news usually ranges from 6 a.m. to late morning 
depending on how early and how many editions are published. Morning 
papers are rare in Canada, but where they exist their critical period is 
metaely from. 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. 

When you have control over the release date of an announcement 
(not always possible) you should try for a Wednesday or Thursday. This 
will get the added coverage of the release by weekly papers in your area 
which usually publish on one or other of these days. Weekly papers 
especially welcome news of people or events right in their area and will 
give the release good play and possibly use a picture. Send the release 
to the hometown papers of people involved in elections, appointments or 
other special events when they come from small towns in your region. 

Call your weekly papers and find out what day they publish. 


When timing a release for a weekly paper published on Wednesday 
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or Thursday, make sure that it reaches the paper by Monday afternoon. 
You should deliver the same release to the daily papers on the afternoon 
of the day before the weekly publishes. When you are giving a release 
to radio and TV, the stations should receive it on the evening of the 


day before the weekly appears. 
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Pressure, Truthfulness and Calling Back 


News often breaks without warning and is of sufficient interest 
to warrant attention by news people. They will call you under pressure 
of deadline and ask for information. Such news might involve anything 
from sudden death or fire to the announcement of a new government funding 
program or policy on land claims. 

Reporters want cooperation in getting unfavorable news as well 
as good news. They judge news as news, not as favorable or unfavorable. 
Always give a straight story. If some event or report shows your 
organization in something less than a favorable light and a reporter 
calls and asks you about it, tell him or her the truth with as much 
positive emphasis as possible. It's right to assume that most reporters 
are reputable. They are conscientious people and have no wish to 
capitalize on your bad luck. If you want them to trust you now and in 
the future, you have to trust them. 

The interests of your organization are never served by with- 
holding information in matters of wide interest. The reporter's job is 
to get the story and your organization's interest can be served best in 
the long run by making sure it is accurate. If the information they seek 
is not easily available or is of doubtful accuracy, an explanation of 
this and a promise to return the call promptly will help to assure fair 
and objective reporting. Good relationships with news people can be 
built from adverse circumstances. By always being honest and reliable, 
you develop a reputation as a good source of information. If reporters 
can depend on you when circumstances are unfavorable, you will be looked 
upon with great favor when you have good news. Be frank and cooperative 


at all times. Remember, unfavorable news is going to get published. 
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If reporters can't get the answer from you, they'll get it from someone 
else. One of Canada's best public relations people once said: "Tell 
your bad news yourself. Then, at least, you know you'll get the truth 
across". It's good advice. Better to melee es presented objectively 
than as conjecture from secondary sources that appear as "fact". 

When you have even the slightest doubts about confirming 
information reporters already have, tell the reporter you will check 
and call back. Then, consult your organization or sources for confirma- 
tion. Never break your promise to call back to the reporter, even if 


you can't help him or her. 
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Pictures and More Pictures 


A good photograph improves most news stories. When telling 
your contact at the newspaper about something your organization is doing, 
ask if the paper would like to take a photo. Give ample notice. If the 
answer is "yes" arrange a time and place. Decide what the picture 
should be, alert those who are to be in the picture and don't keep the 
photographer waiting. While the picture is being taken, write down the 
names and initials of the people in the picture from left to right. 

Make sure all names are spelled correctly. 

If the newspaper is too short-handed to take a picture, sug- 
gest that you will attempt to take one and send it to them. The best 
news pictures are 6" by 8" or 8" by 10", black and white, glossy. 

Never color. Never polaroid. Ask if the newspaper has offset printing 
and what their photo requirements are. 

Never send an obviously poor photo to a newspaper. It's better 
to call and say the photos weren't acceptable or try again. Always take 
two shots of a set-up, more if you are in doubt. If you plan to service 
more than one publication make sure each gets a different pose with 
different background. 

Clip, don't staple, a description of the picture to the print. 
This is called a cut line. Make it tell much of the story: "Chief John 
Jones listens intently as band councillor Al Brown describes model of 
15-unit housing development on the Shelburne Reservation. Preliminary 
grading, installation of utility poles and tree planting by volunteer 
band members is on schedule for official opening of the $350,000 project 
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A few hints that will mean better news pictures: 


1. Take photos close up 


2. The setting of the picture should be visible 
and in focus. If a presentation is being made 
make sure the object is held prominently but 
not awkwardly. 


3. Try to show more action. If someone is 
receiving a cheque or award the person should 
look happy. 


4. Don't let the subjects "pose" too much. Only 
the photographer should place the people and 
tell them what is wanted. 


5. Don't put more than three people in a photo 
unless necessary. The fewer the better. Group 


pictures are "out". Pose people closely 
together. 


When you mail pictures to the newspaper place them between 


cardboard in a large envelope marked "Photos -- Keep Flat". 
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You're on the Air 


A good publicity job is never complete without local radio 
and television stations. Many people get much of their news from one or 
the other, hearing the message you wish to deliver when they would never 
take time to read about it. And sometime, stations cover a wider area 
than newspapers. 

In releasing news to the media a delicate balance must be 
Maintained. You don't give a story to radio-TV after it has appeared in 
the press and yet you must not allow it to "break" too early on the air 
to annoy the newspapers. You need the goodwill of all. 

Generally speaking, radio and TV stations consider that when 
an item is marked for release in morning papers (of which there are only a 
few in Canada) they are entitled to broadcast it as early as 6:30 p.m. 
the previous evening. Stations believe that releases intended for 
evening papers should go on the air anytime after 6:30 a.m. on the same 
day. 

Rules vary greatly, so check your radio and TV stations just 
to be sure of the rules of the game in your area. Make friends with 
news people at the stations as well as at the newspaper offices. You'll 
find them helpful. 

Radio-TV newscasts are under even more pressure than newspapers. 
The biggest story of national or world importance seldom gets as much as 
two minutes. You may be lucky to get from 15 to 45 seconds. 

At sometime you or your organization may be invited to an 
interview. Take advantage of such an invitation. It can give you many 
“valuable minutes of useful exposure. But go prepared. 


When the invitation comes, choose your best speaker. Get to 
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the place of interview -- usually the studio -- on time. Anticipate the 
kind of questions and brief your spokesperson thoroughly. The spokes- 
person should answer questions fully but to the point, mention the name 
of the organization as aften as possible and, when discussing an event, 
make sure to point out the location of the fair, powwow, assembly or 
craft show, as the case may be, the hours and the date. 

And while we're talking of radio-TV don't forget public 
service announcements. Type them double-space, keep them brief, deliver 
them to the station at least two to three weeks ahead of the event and 
attach your name, position, address and phone number to the announcement. 

And finally, if you find yourself on a talk-back show, keep 
cool -- real cool. Be polite. Say what you have to say effectively 
and quickly. A rough belligerent attitude doesn't win support for 


anyone. 
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A Final Word 


We've talked about publicity. Publicity is only a small part ™ 


of public relations. And whether we carry the title or not, each of us 
is a public relations person. Everything we do in our lives that is 
directed toward others -- whether they are news media people or not -- 
has overtones of public relations because all of us, consciously or 
unconsciously, are concerned SohetantiueeMent the impression we create 
for ourselves or for our institutions. 
This is a big never-ending job. ._Do it as well as you can. : 


And good luck: 


“y vw, 


